CHAPTER X
SPECIALIZED STEMS
The chief function of ordinary stems is to support the leaves
and reproductive organs in such a way that they can carry on
their several functions advantageously. Many stems, however,
are specialized for functions which are unusual for stems, or are
fitted to perform the usual functions in a somewhat specialized
manner. Stems of these types may be called specialized stems.
They may be divided into the following general classes: unusual
methods of support (stem function), photosynthesis (leaf function),
absorption (root function), reproduction (seed function), storage,
and protection. This list is very similar to that given for specialized
leaves. Frequently the only way in which we can tell by superficial
examination whether a given structure is a stem or a leaf is by the
mode of its attachment. If the structure is in the axil of a leaf we
regard it as a stem, while if a stem or bud is found in its axil it is
considered a leaf.
Unusual methods of support (stem function). Stems that are
specialized in no other way than to support the leaves and re-
productive organs in a rather unusual manner are well exemplified
in climbing plants. The chief advantage of the climbing habit
seems to be that it enables a plant to reach up into the light and
bear large numbers of leaves without the necessity of expending
the material which would be necessary to build a stem sufficiently
strong to support the leaves and reproductive organs by its own
strength. A climbing plant depends on the strength of some other
object for its support, and so can develop long, slender stems. It is
probably because of their slender stems that climbers usually grow
rapidly and so can shoot up through dense vegetation and reach
the light more quickly than can a plant which has to develop a
stem thick enough to support itself.
The climbing habit has the disadvantage that the climbers are
likely to fall with the death and decay of the plants on which they
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